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AN INCONVENIENT TRUTH AND SOME UNCOMFORTABLE
DECISIONS CONCERNING TOURISM IN GALAPAGOS
By: Roque Sevilla
Metropolitan Touring, Av. De Las Palmeras N45-74 y Las Orquídeas, Quito, Ecuador
SUMMARY
The truth is that limits must be placed on growth in Galapagos, in order to achieve sustainability. I discuss the recent
and projected growth in tourism to the islands and possible methods of achieving sustainability in the tourism indus-
try, to make it compatible with the conservation of the islands. A move towards greater income per visitor, and tighter
regulation of tourism linked to responsible operations and behaviour, are essential if sustainability is to be achieved.
RESUMEN
Una verdad inconveniente y decisiones incomodas acerca del turismo en Galápagos. La verdad es que debe
imponerse límites al crecimiento económico en Galápagos para lograr su sostenibilidad. Analizo el crecimiento
reciente y proyectado del turismo a las islas y posibles métodos para lograr sostenibilidad en el sector, para hacerlo
compatible con la conservación de las islas. Un cambio hacía un mayor ingreso por visitante, y una reglamentación
más estricta del turismo vinculada a operaciones y comportamiento más responsables, son imprescindibles para
lograr la sostenibilidad.
THE TRUTH
The truth is that if we want sustainability, we have to
place limits on ourselves. The issues in Galapagos are
uncomfortable to deal with and we put off their analysis
and solution because the measures that must be taken, in
the long run beneficial for everyone, threaten the indi-
vidual short-term interests of us all.
Recently, a consultant for the World Bank, who had
been commissioned to do a study on the situation in the
Galapagos Islands, interviewed me and ended by posing
the question “to sum up in just one sentence what the core
problem in Galapagos is.” I answered “More is better.” I
explained that the predominant global view is to qualify
growth as good. In this ethic, we do not consider the
expense at which this growth is produced. It matters
little in this view if the growth in the economy degrades
natural resources or negatively affects the health, equity
or dignity of a populace.
This globally common view is widely accepted by
Ecuadorians who are involved with Galapagos. Thus, the
fishing sector will be “better” this year if more fish are
caught than last year. The government bureaucracy will
feel that it is “progressing” if the state spends more money
and can employ more people. The tourism sector will feel
that it is on the right track if it manages to increase the
tourist flow, and the scientific sector will be happy if it
has more researchers and does more studies. All the
stakeholders are subject to, and often unwitting pro-
ponents of, the paradigm of growth: if we grow, we are
progressing; if we stop growing, grow at a reduced rate
or worse, shrink, we are losing ground. Nevertheless, in
a place as isolated, unique and finite as the Galapagos
Archipelago, we cannot apply this paradigm and hope to
maintain our resource base. We can only guarantee
sustainability if a limit is set on growth.
In many Galapagos development plans, the word
“sustainability” is bandied about very lightly, with little
thought to four basic principles on which it depends:
1. that natural resources are limited;
2. that we have to set limits for ourselves;
3. that resource use be responsible and lasting; that is,
that it endure throughout time, such that the
benefits derived by current generations do not come
at the expense of  lost opportunities for future
generation;
4. that there be a union of interest and purpose among
stakeholders, who must be committed to sharing the
resources, life and culture of a place with the rest of the
planet and its inhabitants.
Of these principles, the first is the one that requires that
the others be followed.
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Thus, the uncomfortable truth is that if we want the
intrinsic values of Galapagos to last forever, we must
make responsible use of its resources, sharing the benefits
with all stakeholders; and this starts with the voluntary
or enforced establishment of a limit on growth.
TOURISM, THE MECHANISM
THAT GENERATES GROWTH
Growth in tourism became exceptional after the end of
the Second World War because of the postwar economic
boom and the improvement of transportation, especially
sea and air travel. In 1950, there were less than 30 million
tourists each year worldwide. Sixty years later (2010),
there will be one billion; the annual growth rate has
ranged from 4 % to 7 %. Growth in NW South America is
even more accelerated, due to extensive investment in
promotion. In 2007, tourism to Colombia grew by 16.6 %,
with a marketing investment of US$36 million, Peru
increased its tourist industry 9 % by investing US$19
million, and Ecuador achieved 12 % growth by attracting
more than 900,000 tourists through an investment of
US$6 million. Without doubt, at such high growth
rates, the quality and status of heavily visited tourist
destinations will deteriorate unless sustainability is
cultivated.
The Ecuadorian government now plans to attract
1,500,000 tourists by 2010 and to invest US$15 million in
2008 to promote tourism to the country. Galapagos is
part of this trend, with growth averaging 16.8 % over the
three years 2005–7. Using this rate to forecast the number
of tourists arriving in Galapagos suggests that numbers
will exceed 300,000 by 2011, or double the 2007 figure.
CURRENT CAPACITY, SATURATION
AND INFORMATION NEEDS
Epler (2007) gives accommodation capacity on cruise ships
and at hotels on the islands as 3493 berths and beds at the
end of 2006, comprising 1805 berths on board 80 vessels
offering cruises and 1688 beds in 66 hotels. The question
is often asked, when will we end up using the full installed
capacity? However, using 100 % of the installed capacity
is almost impossible, for several reasons:
There is a growing trend in tourism to charge per
room or cabin rather than per occupant. This is accom-
panied by an increasing flow of travellers who are not
willing to share a room, which lowers the occupancy of
hotels and ships but does not reduce income.
In general, cruise vessels achieve greater levels of
occupancy than hotels because they control the entrance
and departure of passengers on one particular day. Hotels
often have a few days’ vacancies because passengers can
enter and leave the hotel on any day. Hotels depend on
other services such as space on day-tour boats, so their
appeal is limited by the availability of these; however,
increased availability of such services could markedly
increase hotel occupancy. In general, demand for cruises
is on the rise worldwide, while vacationing at hotels
shows less growth.
On the other hand, hotels do not need to stop their
operations for annual maintenance, whereas vessels have
to dry dock, which forces them to suspend operations for
four weeks each year on average. Thus, hotels can operate
365 days a year, while vessels are limited to around 336
days (48 weeks).
Finally, cruise vessel and hotel businesses are both
subject to seasonal slumps when it is difficult to achieve
high occupancy. These periods are the last week in May
and the first in June, the last two weeks in September and
the first two weeks in December.
The foregoing considerations suggest that maximum
occupancy for vessels is in the 90 % range and that hotels
achieve about 80 %.
As most ships operate one-week tours, with a 3–4 day
tours also popular, and relatively few longer tours, an
average stay may be taken to be c. 5 nights. Hotels get an
average of three nights per visitor. Thus, the maximum
number of visitors per year can be estimated as follows:
Vessel capacity
  = 336 days x 1805 beds x 90 % occupancy
5 night average
  = 109,166 visitors;
Hotel capacity
  = 365 days x 1688 beds x 80 % occupancy
3 night average
  = 164,298 visitors.
With the facilities recorded by Epler (2007) and the
above estimates, Galapagos can handle a maximum of
273,464 tourists per year. This is almost double the
number the number that arrived in 2006, but based on
the above growth estimates, saturation of current facili-
ties would take place in January 2011.
To handle demand beyond 2011, more hotels, res-
taurants and day-tour and cruise operating permits
would be required. All this will require more: more
electrical power, more food, more water, more fuel, and
a larger workforce: and thus more immigration, more
garbage, more transportation, more introduced species
and greater danger to sustainability.
More significantly, the limited carrying capacity of
visitor sites indicates that Galapagos cannot handle
double the number of tourists projected to arrive in the
next three years.
It is obvious that the uncomfortable truth that
Galapagos cannot sustain such growth calls for two
equally uncomfortable decisions: setting a limit on the
number of tourists that can visit Galapagos annually.
To improve on the rough calculations above and get
a more accurate idea of the magnitude of tour cruise
operations, it is vital to continue to monitor each year the
number of cruise passengers, as well as the average
number of operating days, occupancy measured by the
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number of passengers, and the average length of stay.
Similar information is needed with respect to currently
unregulated on-land hotel operations, which have seen
explosive growth over the last five years and thus
represent even greater cause for concern. We need to know
total hotel capacity, including facilities in private residen-
ces, the number of operating days per year, average stay,
use of tour boats, diving activity, bay tour statistics etc.
SETTING POLICIES AND LIMITS
Above all, the government should set up a strict tourism
control authority. It will undoubtedly be necessary to
adapt tourism development policies to the varying
circumstances of each inhabited island. Puerto Ayora is
on the verge of saturation, while Puerto Baquerizo Moreno
has room for considerable tourism development, particu-
larly in specialized areas such as non-polluting water
sports. Puerto Villamil will require special consideration
of the appealing concept of ecological tourism through
local participation, which is being developed there.
Something similar may occur in the case of Floreana.
There are several things to consider in accomplishing
the awkward decision of setting a limit on the number of
tourists who will be allowed to come to Galapagos. First,
more accurate figures will clarify the trends and facilitate
responsible decisions, so better information-gathering is
required. Second, limits must be set for each activity and
area so that the total number of authorized visitors is
commensurate with the impacts of each activity, either
land-based or cruise tourism. In particular, limits on
land-based tourist activity must be apportioned by areas,
to ensure compatibility with carrying capacities and to
achieve balanced development. The limit must also be
conservative and precautionary, and it should be revised
only at rather long intervals, meaning every 20 years or
so. This will enable evaluating the effectiveness of resource
management to determine if resource quality is being
maintained in accord with the principle of sustainability
and whether higher limits can be allowed or not.
Consequences of setting limits
Positive results of setting limits which sacrifice growth
for sustainability include the enhancement of Ecuador’s
global image. It will also contribute to the removal of
Galapagos from the UNESCO list of World Heritage in
Danger. There may also be increased demand from world
tourism, because declaring a limit will create a scarcity
syndrome that, in turn, will push up demand. Tourist
service prices will also go up and operators will be able
to reduce debt and enjoy earnings that enable them to
renovate their infrastructure and improve their service
quality. There will be increased willingness by visitors to
pay the Galapagos National Park (GNP) entrance fee and
by operators to pay license fees and duties, meaning
greater income for all those who share in the fees. The
greatest beneficiary will be the GNP, which will have
more resources for conservation and restoration, which,
in turn, will give Galapagos greater distinction. The
possible establishment of waiting lists will enable tour
operators to lower their marketing costs by reducing
promotional efforts, paying smaller commissions to
international wholesalers, or using the internet to market
products directly to travellers. Tourist spending will rise,
since the average consumer will be from a higher income
bracket. This will allow handicraft dealers and on-land
suppliers of services ranging from food to adventure
experiences, cultural and artistic events to command
better prices for their goods and services, which, in turn,
will promote better quality offerings.
On the other hand, negative outcomes include a
reduced Galapagos contribution to tourist flow through
continental Ecuador. Once the Galapagos limit has been
reached, promotional efforts will have to be focused on
continental tourism. A graver consequence is that the
greatest beneficiaries will be those who possess operating
licenses; everyone else will be marginally benefited or left
out, including many people who have the necessary
initiative and managerial ability to enter the primary
tourism management business. This goes against sus-
tainability principle 4, of solidarity and sharing. There
may also be an increased cost of living for local people,
and Galapagos may become out of reach for most
Ecuadorian tourists, due to higher pricing for high-end
tourists.
Addressing the negative consequences
Reversing these negative consequences will have to be
addressed through supportive measures by licence
holders, such as the following. First, all regulated tourism
industry operators (hotels, cruise vessels, day tours, bay
tours, cruise diving, day-trip diving, complementary
operations etc.) should have to open their capital to
permanent residents of Galapagos within a reasonable
period of time, so that the portion of the population that
is currently not directly involved in these activities can
become stockholders and receive benefits from tourism.
To this end, programmes for the sale of convertible
preferred stock could be developed, with purchasing
financed through national and international financial
institutions.
Licensed operators should be prohibited from vertical
integration. In other words, tour operators should not be
able to have their own on-land passenger transport service
or be direct producers of food for tourists. This will allow
more citizens to benefit from tourism as suppliers, even
if they are not direct tourism service providers. There should
be a list of trained and capable people interested in going
into the direct tourism business. These people would be
given preference in acquiring a licence when an operator
loses a licence through non-compliance or when a quota
freeze period (e.g. 20 years) expires and authorities deem
that tourism could be further expanded based on the
status of resources and installed management capacity.
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However, it is vital that preferential access to business
shares or tourism operator permits and jobs should be
made contingent on a set of agreed principles and practices
to promote the local society becoming more attuned to
the need for a community culture that recognizes and
adopts limits to achieve sustainability. Simply providing
more economic benefits to the local population, although
politically correct and socially expedient, does nothing to
promote sustainability and could result in greater
problems as additional revenues within the current
culture could finance unsustainable local development.
To achieve sustainability, the provision of preferential
access to benefits should be closely tied to increases social,
corporate and personal responsibility.
Raising the GNP entrance fee is always controversial,
because it may irk the operators, the wholesalers and the
tourists (depending on perceived value for money) and
generates ambitions on the part of those institutions that
share in the revenues. Nevertheless, it must be done, in
order to be able to finance the activities and infrastructure
vital for the satisfactory functioning of Galapagos society
and the conservation of the archipelago. The GNP is of
incomparable importance as one of the best conserved of
the world’s archipelagos and national parks, despite
UNESCO’s declaration that it is in danger. It is logical,
therefore, to charge a fee compatible with the quality of
the destination. Today, foreign visitors are charged $100
and Ecuadorians $6, no matter the length of stay. If the
average stay is 5 nights, then the daily cost is $20 for
foreign tourists and $1.20 for nationals. This is far less
than what is charged at world-class national parks whose
importance does not match that of the GNP. Parks in
Costa Rica (Cocos Island), Kenya, Tanzania and South
Africa charge between $30 and $50 per day. It would be
advisable to start by increasing the GNP entry fee for
international visitors to $30 per day, with a plan for
increments over the next five years to reach $50 per day.
The cost to Ecuadorians should be computed based on
ability and willingness to pay, but should also include
incremental increases parallel to those applied to foreign
visitors. There should be a concessionary price for children
and senior citizens. An extra diving fee could also be set.
Any change in rates will require sufficient advance notice
(at least one year) so that already arranged tours will not
be affected.
This decision depends on who the beneficiaries of these
revenues will be and what accountability they must
provide in terms of complying with explicit rules regard-
ing how revenues can be spent, to ensure they are used for
ends that do not undermine the goal of sustainability.
There must also be a decision as to how the cost of collection
and disbursement, currently undertaken by the GNP
alone, is to be covered.
Resource potential from this process can be illustrated
as follows (although the actual rates set should be based
on a willingness-to-pay study). Assuming that 20 % of
revenues will come from Ecuadorian citizens with an
average stay of 4 nights and who pay 10 % of the amount
paid by foreign visitors, and that no limit on total tourist
numbers is fixed up through the year 2013 (which in my
opinion would be absurd), future revenues from fees could
be as in Table 1. We can conclude that such revenues could
provide for the whole population of Galapagos in the near
future. If the population were stabilized in the next six
years at 30,000 inhabitants, the rates would represent a
per capita annual income of US$2586 by 2013.
This income would not only improve the political
climate for conservation of the GNP, assuming that the
funds were spent in ways that compatible with conser-
vation goals, but could also be used to provide for
alternative energy sources, high-quality drinking water,
sewage and solid waste management, prime-quality
education, first-class health services, suitable infra-
structure, and investments in culture and sports, all of
which would not only provide identity and pride to a
content populace, but would be an example of good
governance. However, as mentioned above, the generation
of benefits must be linked to commitment by the local
populace to limit itself in terms of lifestyle choices.
Increased revenues should be used to create an island
identity consistent with the unique qualities and fragility
of Galapagos. Otherwise, there will simply be more cars,
larger air-conditioned houses requiring more energy,
more garbage produced, more pedigree pets that even-
tually run feral etc. Increased funding alone could
exacerbate, rather than solve problems if not linked to
environmental responsibility.
The issues put forth in this paper are complex and
require a deeper analysis, however we are running short
of time and must take these decisions now, courageously
and conscientiously. It is time to act.
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Table 1. Potential income from an increased GNP entrance
fee (for details of calculation see text).
Year Total visitors Ecuadorians Foreigners Total Income
2009 230,000 23,000 207,000 $25.1 M
2010 269,000 27,000 242,000 $34.2 M
2011 314,000 31,000 283,000 $45.7 M
2012 366,000 37,000 329,000 $59.8 M
2013 427,000 43,000 384,000 $77.6 M
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